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The last and most moving miracle was that radium could do
something for the happiness of human beings. It was to become
their ally against an atrocious disease, cancer.
The German scientists Walkhoff and Giesel announced in
1900 that the new substance had certain physiological effects;
Pierre Curie at once applied the technique which seemed to
him most practical. Indifferent to danger, he exposed his arm
to the action of radium. To his joy, a lesion appeared. He
watched over it, followed its evolution and, in a report to the
Academy, phlegmatically described the symptoms observed.
After the action of the rays, the skin became red over a
surface of six square centimetres; the appearance was that of a
burn, but the skin was not painful, or barely so. At the end of
several days the redness, without growing larger, began to
increase in intensity; on the twentieth day it formed scabs, and
then a wound which was dressed with bandages; on the forty-
second day the epidermis began to form again on the edges,
working toward the centre, and fifty-two days after the action of
the rays there was still a surface of one square centimetre in the
condition of a wound, which assumed a greyish appearance
indicating deeper mortification.
I may add that Mme Curie, in carrying a few centigrammes
of very active matter in a little sealed tube, received analogous
burns, even though the little tube was enclosed in a thin
metallic box. One action lasting less than half an hour, in
particular, produced a red spot at the end of fifteen days, which
left a blister similar to that of a superficial burn and took
fifteen more days to cure.
These facts show that the duration of the evolution of the
changes varies with the intensity of the active rays and with the
duration of the action which originally excites them.
Besides these lively effects, we have had various effects on our
hands during researches made with very active products. The
hands have a general tendency toward desquamation; the
extremities of the fingers which have held tubes or capsules
containing very active products become hard and sometimes